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Present Position of the Lumber Industry 
By W. LeRoy Neubrech, Chief, Lumber and Allied Products Section, Forest Products Division 

IT IS well Imown that one of the differences between 
the immediate repercussions of the outbreak of war 

in September and the start of the holocaust in 1914 was 
the generality of the impetus given this time to prices. 
There was no hesitancy in many important sectors of 
the price structure during the first few weeks of war as 
there was ia 1914. Rather, expectations changed 
quicldy and the psychological impact was virtually all-
inclusive. Prices of such commodities as lard, copper, 
lead, and cotton did not follow the 1914 precedent and 
dip downward. Presumably many people thought that 
price inflation like that of 1916-20 was imminent and 
sought to protect themselves, though there were, no 
doubt, some who were merely guarding against delays 
in delivery. 

It is largely on such grounds that an explanation of 
the rush of buying and the consequent price rise that 
came ra the lumber industry must rest. One might, 
not unreasonably, have expected a less optimistic re
action to the war, since during the World War lumber 
had proved not to be a war stimulated industry. 

Buying Rush In September. 

Nevertheless, a sharp lumber buying movement did 
develop in September. The trend of developments is 
indicated by the data in figure 9 which cover a large 
fraction of the industry New orders for those mills 
reporting to regional associations had been coming in 
at about 260 million board feet a week during the 
period immediately preceding the start of hostilities, 
somewhat above the level of production of about 240 
million feet a week. By the week ended September 23 
new business of over 370 million feet was received. 
While the data to show the precise sources of this 
increased demand are not available, there is a pre
sumption that it resulted from anticipatory buying by 
wholesalers, retaUers, and industrial consumers. The 
movement was fostered by the relatively low stock 
position of these groups. There is no evidence of an 
increase in total consumption although there has been 
expansion in particular lumber consuming areas; in 
fact, the Lumber Survey Committee' estimated in its 
report of November 4 that consumption in the fourth 
quarter would decline to 6.8 billion feet from the third 
quarter total of over 7 billion. 

After several weeks of accelerated business there was 
a reappraisal of the situation. A sharp decline in new 
orders occurred and by the middle of October they feU 
below production. During November this gap be
tween output and new business was rather wide with 

' Special Lumber Survey Committee established upon recommendations to the 
President by the Timber Conservation Board, June 1031. 

the latter fluctuating under 200 million board feet per 
week. From the end of October to the end of Novem
ber unfilled orders were reduced from 980 million 
board feet to 769 million and this downward movement 
has continued in December. They had been 836 
million at the end of August. 

This strong buying wave soon produced a marked in
crease in lumber prices generally. The Bureau of Labor 
Statistics index of wholesale lumber prices rose from 
91.8 (1926=100) in August to 93.7 in September and 
again to 98.0 in October. The movement of mill prices 
for some typical lumber items is indicated in table 1. 
As can be seen from these data, a large part of the price 
rise, which was transmitted to all the important types 
of lumber, came between mid-September and mid-Octo
ber. During the rest of October min prices leveled off 
and with the decided decline in new business in Novem
ber many lumber items were offered at lower prices. 
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Figure 9.—Total Lumber Production, Shipments and Orders, by Weeks, 
1939. 

Source of data: National Lumber Manufacturers' Association, based upon data 
for approxhnately Identical mills. 

This price reaction was not immediately reflected widely 
in wholesale markets. The Bureau of Labor Statistics 
index of prices in wholesale markets did not decline in 
November but showed a further slight increase to 98.3. 

While supply conditions and the pricing process differ 
widely among the various sectors of the lumber indus
try, short-term price changes generally result from the 
impact of changed demand upon existing stocks. The 
industry has large possibilities for expansion from the 
relatively low levels of production of recent years, but 
it takes some time for these to be realized. The time 
required for the logging, log transportation, saw mill
ing, drying, and finishiDg operations does not allow a 
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marked expansion of production to meet a flood of new 
orders within a few weeks or a month's time, particu
larly during those months when, for climatic reasons, a 
seasonal decline in production is customary. It has 
been characteristic of the lumber industry for some time 
that production lags considerably behind changes in 
demand so that stocks tend to move in the opposite 
direction to production. The fact that production and 
stocks have opposite cyclical patterns can be seen in 
figure 10. Hence, a sudden increase in demand must 
be met largely out of stocks and is likely, if of sufficient 
magnitude, to give a temporary lift to the price struc
ture. 

Table 1.—Trend of Prices' of 8 Typical Lumber Items 

[Dollars per 1,000 board feet] 

Item 

Southern pine dimension.. 
Southern pine flooring 
Ponderosa pine shop 
Douglas flr flooring.: 
Douglas flr dimension 
Oak flooring 
Plain red oalc.. 
Plain sap gum 

Aug. IB • 

21.24 
38.85 
33.81 
27.00 
21.00 
63.00 
20.00 
21. eo 

Sept. 16 i 

21.85 
40.42 
34.42 
28.00 
22.00 
66.00 
20.00 
23.00 

Oct. 14 > 

23.67 
42.60 
34.27 
31.00 
2400 
68.00 
32.76 
26.00 

Nov. 25 < 

24.06 
43.62 
36.28 
30.00 
23.00 
68.00 
20.26 
25.60 

•Actual sales, f. o.b. mills. > Approximate date. 
Source: American Lumberman. 

Lumber Stocks Declining. 

Total shipments of lumber, which in August had been 
larger than at any time since 1930, were maintained in 
September at 2.5 billion board feet and increased to 2.6 
billion in October against a customary seasonal contrac
tion at this time of the year. As production declined, 
though less than seasonally, from 2.4 billion in August 
to approximately 2.3 bfllion in September and October, 
the volume of shipments was maintained partly by 
withdrawals from existing stocks. This decline in mill 
stoclcs continues a movement which has been under way 
for about 2 years. During 1937 lumber stocks had 
increased by 1 billion board feet because of the sharp 
decline in demand that came in the second half of that 
year. In 1938 these enlarged stocks were reduced 655 
million feet and in 1939, by the end of August, a further 
reduction of over 500 million had been effected. Then, 
in the next 2 months there was a decline in stocks of 515 
million board feet, as a result of the buying touched off 
by the war. Lumber stocks, in relation to the current 
rate of consumption, now appear to be somewhat low. 
Furthermore, present stocks, as the Lumber Survey 
Committee observed at the end of the third quarter, 
are broken and ill-assorted in some regions and this 
tends to encourage erratic price changes. The com
mittee adds that such price changes benefit neither 
producers nor consumers and evidently discourage 
more liberal use of lumber and timber products. 

Consumption of Lumber Increases in 1939. 

An accurate appraisal of the current position and 
prospects of the lumber industry must, however, be 
made in terms of more fundamental factors than a short 
period buying movement. The fact is that lumber con

sumption in 1939 wiU exceed that of any year since 
1929. Lumber consumption in 1939 is estimated at 
slightly above 26.5 billion board feet, more than double 
the depression low of 1932. It will surpass the 1937 
figure by about a billion and a half feet. Production 
has also expanded in 1939 although it is estimated to 
be about 2 percent under 1937 and 1930, total output 
in each of these years having been approximately 26 
billion feet. The steep climb from 10.8 to 25.5 billion 
feet measures the progress made from the trough of the 
depression in 1932 to 1939. Nevertheless, consumption 
stands far below the level of the twenties; in 1929, not 
an exceptional lumber year for that decade, consump
tion was 35.8 billion feet. It is necessary to inquire 
whether the difference between 1929 and 1939 consump
tion represents a trend away from lumber use or merely 
the relatively depressed condition of the national 
economy. 
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Figure 10.—Softwood Production, Shipments, and Stocks by Quarters, 
1925-39 (National Lumber Manufacturers' Association). 

NOTE.—Data are adjusted for seasonal variation. 

Even in 1929 lumber was Imown to be in the category 
of declining rather than expanding industries. The 
peak in lumber production and consumption came in 
the years 1906-7. Up to that time it can fairly be 
said that lumber was the dominant manufacturing 
industry in our economic development, although for 
about 10 years steel had become increasingly important. 
Lumber was the lowest priced and most widely used 
material for durable goods during the great economic 
and territorial expansion that followed the Civil War. 
Its consumption increased from about 8 billion feet in 
1859 to ahnost 45 bUlion in 1906. The Great Plams of 
the Middle West were being settled rapidly, towns' and 
cities were springing up, and population, even in the 
East, was multiplying. This expansion and migration 
of the population, coupled with the rising productive
ness of our economic machine, resulted in an increase 
in the per capita consumption of lumber duriag the half 
century from 260 to 525 board feet. 
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D e c l i n i n g T r e n d i n C o n s u m p t i o n S i n c e 1907. 

After 1907 this rising trend was reversed and the 
lumber industry entered its new phase of declining 
production and' consumption. The great agricultural 
migration that had added approximately 90,000 new 
farms per year to the economy, each with a require
ment of about 50,000 board-feet of lumber,^ was over. 
New materials were being developed and they began to 
replace lumber in urban buildings, sidewallis, ship
building, fenckig, and a host of industrial uses. 

The comparison of the major outlets for lumber in 
1912 and 1928, given in table 2, shows in what areas the 
trend was dechning after the peak in 1907. 

Table 2.—Estimated Distribution of National Lumber Consumption for 
1912 and 1928 > 

Class of use 

Construction: 

1912, con
sumption 

Mil
lions 
feet 

board 
meas

ure 

11,200 

2,500 
20,300 
16,000 
9,000 
6,300 

43,000 

Per
cent 

20 

6 
68 
61 
31 
18 

100 

1028, con
sumption 

Mil
lions 
feet 

board 
meas-

vae 

10,300 

3,300 
22,000 
5,600 

12,000 
5,400 

30,600 

Per
cent 

28 

9 
03 
24 
52 
24 

100 

Gain (+) or 
loss (—) 

Mil
lions 
feet 

board 
meas

ure 

-900 

+800 
-0,400 
-9,600 
+3,000 

+100 

-0,600 

Per
cent 

- 8 

-t-32 
-22 
-63 
+33 
+2 

-16 

I Forest Service, a National Plan for American Forestry, S. Doc. No. 12,73d Cong., 
1st Sess., 1033, vol. 1, p . 240. 

In construction the use of manufactured lumber 
products (sash, door?, etc.) iacreased duriug this period 
but the total lumber used in this field declined by 5.6 
billion board feet. I t was entirely in rural construc
tion that the decline occurred, a result of the rural-to-
urban shift in population that was taking place. The 
relatively depressed condition of agricidtuxe during the 
twenties, which was the underlying cause of the shift 
in population, also held back the normal replacement 
and repair demand for lumber. Actual consumption 
in urban construction, including planing-mill products, 
increased by substantially more than 3 billion board 
feet. This increased urban consumption was occasioned 
by the much higher level of construction activity in 
1928 and took place despite the tremendous increase in 
the use of other building materials which was a con-
cun'ent development. It has been estimated that the 
volume of urban nom'esidential building construction 
in 1928 was twice that of 1912 although lumber con
sumption was about the same in both years. Thus the 
relative displacement of lumber by other materials was 
50 percent.^ In urban residential construction, the 
relative displacement of lumber was also very high, 
probably in excess of 26 percent, largely a result of the 
development of multifamUy housing. 

' A National Plan for American Forestry, 8. Doc. No. 12,73d Cong., 1st sess., 1933, 
vol. 1, p. 249. 

' Op. cit., pp. 260-263. 

I t is also notable that, despite the large increase in 
industrial production during this period, the industrial 
use of lumber declined from 11.2 billion board feet in 
1912 to 10.3 billion in 1928. Other materials of all 
kinds encroached upon the use of lumber for all indus
trial purposes although in certain areas the expansion 
of output was large enough to require an increase in 
the absolute amount of lumber used. This occurred in 
some of the largest areas of^industrial demand; e. g. boxes 
and crating, furniture, and motor vehicles; but such 
gains and those arising out of new industries were more 
than offset by the decreased consmnption in minor 
industries as is shown in table 3. 

Table 3.—Lumber Consumed in Fabricated Products and by Wood-Uslng 
Industries, 1912 and 1928 

Products 

Boxes and crates 
Oar construction 
Furniture 
Vehicles and vehicle parts: 

Nonmotor 
Motor 

Total of 4 principal industries. 

Woodonwaro, novelties, and dairymen's, poulterers', and 
apiarists'supplies... -

Agriouitural implements 
Chairs and chair stock •-
Handles 
Musical Instruments 
Tanks and silos 
Ship and boat building 
Fixtures 
Caskets and cofllns 
Refrigerators and kitchen cabinets 
Matenes and toothpicks 
Laundry appliances... 
Shade and map rollers 
Paving material and conduits 
Trunks and valises 
Machine construction 
Boot and shoo findings 
Picture frames and moldings 
Shutters, spools, and bobbins 
Tobacco boxes -
Sowing machines 
Pumps and wood pipe 
Pulleys and conveyors 
Toys.. 
Gates and fencing 
Sporthig and athletic goods 
Pottorns and flasks 
Bungs and faucets 
Plumbers'woodwork 
Pencils and pen holders 
Electrical machinery and apparatus 
Mine equipment — 
Professional and sciontiflo Instruments. 
Brushes 
Dowels 
Elevators 
Saddles and harness 
Playground equipment 
Butchers' blocks and skewers.-
Clocks : 
Signs and supplies 
Printing material.-
Weighing apparatus 
Whips, canes, and umbrella sticks 
Brooms and carpet sweepers-. 
Firearms 
Artificial limbs 
Tobacco pipes 
Airplanes.. -
Motion pictures and theatrical scenery. 

Total of 50 minor industries. 

Total, all uses 

1912 

Mft. ft. m. 
4,660,016 
1,262,000 

044,678 

660,144 
170,000 

7,496,028 

405,280 
321,230 
280,701 
280,236 
260,106 
225,620 
100,508 
187,133 
163,305 
137,016 
86,442 
70,602 
70,292 
70,007 
74,668 
60,460 
00,240 
06,478 
66,148 
64,127 
69,047 
66,827 
35,863 
28,027 
27,461 
26,102 
24,209 
21,112 
20,313 
20,041 
18,180 
16,988 
16,030 
12,879 
11,081 
10,019 
0,218 
0,065 
8,107 
7,804 
6,888 
6,325 
6,022 
4,047 
2,277 
2,004 

687 
490 
74 

3,061,767 

11,147,606 

1028 

Mfl. b. m. 
4,081,230 
1,009,408 
1,198,612 

80,841 
867,875 

8,137,066-

183,336 
142,943 
106,302 
124,664 
107,602 
60,328 

128,342 
130,030 
166,108 
146,745 
123,426 
38,074 
24,236 
3,360 

21,346 
30,627 
48,742 
20,947 
44,022 
38,429 
12,760 
10,831 

900 
39,410 
1,572 

20,973 
29,906 
2,980 

16,273 
30,082 
66,750 

22 
15,610 
17,033 
15,087 

40 
761 

4,672 
4,888 
3,611 

48,597 
6,984 

ID 
1,250 

28,462 
1,741 

698 
1,411 
9,044 

16,223 

2,170,546 

10,317,511 

Source: A National Plan for American Forestry. 

The declining trend of lumber consumption is illus
trated by the estimate of future "normal" require
ments ^ of from 30 to 34 billion board feet annually, a 

» A National Plan for American Forestry, p . 268. 
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substantial decline from the 45-billion peak of 1906-07. 
Had lumber consumption followed the general trend of 
industrial expansion, its use would have amounted to 
54 billion board feet in 1928 instead of 37 billion. 

A Decade of Low Consumption. 

For the period 1929-39 the trend of lumber consump
tion is indicated in table 4. It can be seen that, except 
in 1929, consumption was much below the estimated 
normal of 30 to 34 biUion board feet. The decline 
from 1929 to 1932 was of the substantial magnitude 
that characterized durable-goods industries generally. 
Since 1932 considerable and almost continuous progress 
has been made, but in 1939 consumption was still more 
than 9 biUion board feet under the 1929 total. 

This failure of lumber to regain its former volume 
is not merely a concomitant of the depressed condi
tion of the economy. The consumption of lumber in 
the building and construction field is now at the high 
point since 1929 and is only slightly below the level 
attained in that year. But in all the other areas shown 
in table 4 the difference between 1929 and 1939 con
sumption is considerable, in large part a result of the 
displacement of lumber by other materials. 

Table 4. 

Year 

1920 
1030 
1931 
1932 
1933 

1934 
1036-
1030 
1937--
1938 
1039' 

1020 
1030 
1931 
1032 
1933 

1934 
1936.-
1930 
1037 
1938 
19391 

-Tota l Lumber Consumption by Major Uses, 1929-39 

Total 
Building 
and con
struction 

Boxes 
and 

crating 
Industrial Ballroad 

purchasing Export 

Million feet 

35,607 
20,408 
19,070 
13,105 
15,148 

16,407 
19,306 
23,623 
26,093 
21,603 
26,601 

18,400 
12,000 
10,058. 
0,588 
8,412 

8,133 
11,427 
14,830 
16,663 
14,949 
18,044 

4,046 
4,038 
3,358 
2,678 
2,640 

2,001 
2,028 
3,193 
3,288 
2,741 
3,080 

6,035 
4,793 
2,200 
1,426 
1,613 

1,070 
2,070 
2,312 
2,380 
1,839 
2,337 

3,234 
2,790 
1,704 
1,377 
1,290 

1,606 
1,680 
2,010 
2,448 
1,187 
1,953 

3,094 
2,271 
1,000 
1,137 
1,275 

1,337 
1,301 
1,272 
1,'414 

047 
1,087 

In percentage of total 

100.00 
100.00 
100.00 
100.00 
100.00 

100.00 
100.00 
100.00 
100.00 
100.00 
100.00 

62.10 
47.65 
52.74 
50.27 
56.63 

62.68 
50.19 
02.78 
02.02 
09.01 
08.09 

13.08 
16.24 
17.61 
19.67 
16.83 

17.21 
15.17 
13.62 
13.10 
12.05 
11.02 

17.00 
18.09 
12.01 
10.87 
10.05 

10.80 
10.72 
0.79 
9.48 
8.40 
8.82 

9.U 
10.65 
8.94 

10.61 
8.57 

10.77 
8.18 
8.53 
9.76 
5.48 
7.36 

8.71 
8.57 
8.70 
8.68 
8.42 

8.64 
0.74 
6.38 
6.64 
4.37 
4.10 

11039 estimated. 
Somco: Lumber Survey Committee quarterly reports to the Department of 

Commerce. 

The fact that consumption of lumber in boxes and 
crating is still less than the 1931 figure is indicative of 
the increased use of paperboard, plywood, and veneer 
for this purpose. It is probable that this was influ
enced to some extent by the shift from rail to truck 
transportation. The relative decline in industrial 
consumption has been larger than in any other area and 
this is in some measure because of the use of alterna

tive materials. While the Federal Reserve index of 
durable-goods production was almost 80 percent of the 
1929 figure in 1939, the industrial use of lumber was 
less than 40 percent. In the case of railroad consump
tion the decline in lumber used can probably be entirely 
accounted for by the decrease in outlays for capital 
goods and maintenance rather than by further dis
placement of lumber by alternative materials. 

The factors influencing our export trade have been of 
a different character. Lumber exports in 1938 totaled 
only 947 million feet, the smallest volume in four 
decades. Although there has been an increase of more 
than 100 million feet this year, the total is still only 
one-third that of 1929 when the United States was the 
major lumber exporting nation of the world. This loss 
has not been due primarily to a decline in consumption, 
for world lumber consumption, excluding the Orient, 
has been fairly well maintained. The United Eangdom 
imported more lumber in each of the past 5 years than 
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Figure 11—^Total Exports of Hardwood and Softwood Lumber, 1910-39 
(U. S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Foreign and Domestic 
Commerce). 

NOTE.—Figures for 1030 Include estimates for December. Data for hardwood and 
softwood lumber are not reported soporately prior to 1018. 

in any year since 1913, excepting only 1927, and yet 
our exports to that market have dwindled. Com
parative prices, freight costs, preferential tarift's and 
other trade barriers, larger log exports, and, in recent 
years, the war in the Orient, have been the major 
factors responsible for the decline in our lumber exports. 
Imperial preference, adopted in 1931, was particularly 
important as it transferred a large part of our British 
and Dominions market to British Colombia. 

I t is interesting to note in this regard that, if the 
World War is a reliable precedent, export prospects 
have not been improved by the renewal of armed con
flict in Europe. As can be seen in figure 11, lumber 
exports dropped precipitously after the outbreak of war 
in 1914 and remained very low until the work of recon
struction after 1918 increased world demand. This 
decline was immediate; from a total of 235 mOion feet 
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in July 1914 exports fell to less than 100 million by 
October of that year. Of course, even a relative decline 
of this magnitude is not anticipated from the present 
low level of exports but, on the other hand, a sizable 
expansion cannot be expected. 

The loss that has been sustained in the boxes and 
crating, industrial, railroad, and export markets for 
lumber, means that the fortunes of the lumber industry, 
particularly the softwood section, are more closely tied 
to building and construction than they were a decade 
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Figure 12.—.Floor Space of Residential Construction Contracts Awarded 
and Consumption of Lumber by Quartets, 1928-39. 

Source: Courtesy National Liunber Manufacturers' Association. Floor space, 
F. W. Dodge Corporation; lumber consumption for 1928 and 1929, TJ. S. Forest 
Service, and for 1930-39 Lumber Survey Committee. Data are adjusted for seasonal 
variations. 

ago. Whereas the construction demand was only 
little more than 50 percent of the lumber market in 
1929 it has been close to 70 percent for the past 2 years. 
I t is only because of the heavy demand of the construe* 

tion industry that total lumber consumption this year 
has been able to rise above that of any year since 1929 

There is a further significant development. While 
the quantity of lumber consumed in building and con
struction in 1939 has been only a httle below the 1929 
figure, construction activity itseK was stiU much under 
that of 1929. This fact can be explained by the 
relatively greater expansion in residential building 
compared with other types of construction. As can be 
seen in figure 12, lumber consumption in recent years 
has become more dependent upon residential building. 
But several other factors appear to be important. 
There has been relatively more building in the smaller 
cities where wood is used more extensively. Archi
tectural styles which use wood in combination with 
other materials for both exteriors and interiors have 
found more favor with the home builder. I t also ap
pears from the little data available that a larger propor
tion of the houses built have been of frame construction. 
Furthermore, there is little doubt that the proportion 
of small lower-priced homes built has been greater 
and that this activity has provided a large outlet for 
lumber. For the past several years both lumber man
ufacturers and retailers, through their national associa
tions, have promoted a project known as the National 
Small Homes Demonstration, Inc. This project, in 
cooperation with Federal agencies and other private 
industry groups, has resulted in stimulating greater 
interest in housing, especially low-cost housing. The 
prospects for the lumber industry at this time are to 
a large degree dependent upon further expansion in 
this field. The possibilities in this field have already 
been demonstrated, but only a beginning has been made 
in tapping this market. 


